Problematising survey measures of harms and risks of illicit drug use
In a recent Issue of thIs journal (4/2010), the benefits and problems of measuring the social costs of alcohol to society were discussed from several viewpoints. While most authors agreed on the increasing political demand for monetary estimations of the societal costs of substance use, they also brought to the fore the risks of inflated and/or meaningless quantifications.
One aspect that was raised by, for example, Hans Melberg (2010) and Esa Österberg (2010) was that cost or cost-benefit estimates rely on comparisons of two or more options. Sometimes these calculations compare imagined future situations, sometimes past social experiences. In both cases it is important for a valid estimate that the calculations are based on realistic choices.
A world without illicit drugs is not realistic without very heavy policing and control measures, says Melberg (ibid). This basic condition must be included when calculating the economic costs of drug use as compared to a world with no such use. Österberg (ibid) is sceptical about calculations of alcohol or drug-related cost-of-illness or societal cost studies, since they discuss political questions about values in seemingly neutral and technical terms, but can accept cost-benefit analyses comparing specific and realistic measures. 
